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Abstract 
This study examines the effects of modernization on Malaysian festival food and it foodways. Fifteen informers from 
three major ethnics groups (Malays, Chinese and Indian) in Klang Valley were interviewed. The traditional 
ingredients of festival foods changed due to the advancement of food processing industry which enhances the 
varieties of new ingredients for festival foods. The foodways practices among the family members and society during 
the festive season are lessening. Power of money in getting the available services and various types of food offered 
from the restaurants, hotels or any other food establishments have influenced the preparation and the consumption of 
festival foods.  
© 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Association of 
Malaysian Environment-Behaviour Researchers, AMER (ABRA Malaysia). 
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1. Introduction 
A transformation process or changes occurs in every facet of the worlds which involved the human 
being, cultures practices, technologies, industries, businesses, education including food (William, 2007). 
According to Sloan (2001), the changes are caused by many factors. However, the most apparent one is 
through civilization processes, education, and technology advancement. The advancement of the human 
thought has created and improvised the existing products or practices to make it easier (Fiumerodo, 
2008).  Winks et al., (1995) for instance noted that computer technologies enable to handle the scientific 
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computations and business record keeping with greater proficiency compared to manually computation. 
Similarly goes to other facets.   
The wave of transformation is also related to the ethnic festival foodways as Fox (2003) and Brown 
(1999) contended that as the world shift, a slight change occurs not only to the daily consumed food but 
also to the ethnic festival foodways which involved the ingredients, methods of preparation, cooking and 
eating decorum. As such, polenta as one of the popular Italian bread for festival (Sagre Festival) which 
traditionally used buckwheat and millets as main ingredients has slightly modified with the addition of 
corn due to its ability to mix well with other ingredients and give a better taste (Fiumerodo, 2008).  There 
are many more examples of the modification made to the ethnic festival food like bagna cauda, risotto 
(Italian traditional food), tortillas, pupusa, tamale (Latin American traditional food) and Manti and sou- 
beoreq (Middle East traditional food) (Bakalian, 1993).  
The vast of these ethnic festival foods treasures however are believed to have some transformation or 
changes due to waves of modernization. These transformations are assumed to be influenced by many 
factors such as the emergence of modern equipments, information technology, socio  economic and 
social advancement. It is assumed that the emergence of technologies have altered the equipments used 
not only in the daily preparation of foods but also to the ethnic festival foods including its eating 
decorum. Modernization through the commercialization and social aspects may also cause this alteration.  
2. Literature review 
Malaysia is recognized as one of the unique country through it multi-ethnic populations which consist 
of Malay, Chinese, Indian and other Indigenous groups in the Island of Borneo.  Each ethnic besides 
language, belief and religion has their own cuisine and food culture practices. Similar to other nations, 
food and beverages for every ethnic in this country either for daily consumes and special occasions were 
created by earlier generations using the natural resources or any consumable things available during their 
era.  Food and beverages in fact have long been an important element for every ethnic festival with 
various cooking methods, equipments and eating decorum (Md Noor et al., 2012). For instance, lemang, 
rendang, ketupat and few others are synonyms with Malay ethnic festival such as Hari Raya (Hari Raya 
Aidilfitri and Hari Raya Haji). During these festivals, lemang is prepared using glutinous rice and cooked 
in bamboo tubes while ketupat is made from rice or glutinous rice and wrapped in leaves. These foods are 
accompanied with another most popular dish called rendang which is cooked using meat or chicken with 
chilli and herbs. Not to exaggerate that Hari Raya celebration is dull without the present of these foods. 
There are also many other types of foods prepare for these religious festival.  
For Chinese, nian gao besides vegetables, oyster, abalone, carps, duck or chicken is one of the special 
and most important dish for Chinese New Year celebration (Lee, 1986). The Chinese believed this cake 
symbolize the unity and togetherness among the family members and friends.  For Indian, Deepavali as 
their religious festival is  considering meaningless without the presence of lamb massala, gobi pakoras, 
aloo gobi, murukku, idlis, puri, vadai, ommapadi especially appom, ponggal and aatherasam.  The 
traditional sweets and desserts like jelebi, murukku, gulab jamun, ladu , palkova and kesari are also 
present in this festival. These foods are important elements in the Indian festival and they believed 
without them the prosperity and happiness in their family might be lessened until the next Deepavali 
(Leong, 1992).   
The eating decorum is also part of the ethnic festivals food (Jamal, 1996). In the other words, this is 
relates to the style of eating of festival foods. Makan bersila (Malay), chopstick, sitting together 
(Chinese) and eating food in the thalis (silver tray for Indian) are the examples of the typical practices 
during the festivals. Chopsticks as a traditional cutlery for instance must be on the tables during the 
Chinese New Year and this cutlery besides other users are synonym with nian gao cake. This tiny 
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equipment symbolized honor and respects among the family members and guests (Munan, 1990). The 
styles of eating manner during festivals not only portray the customs of Chinese communities but also 
other ethnic groups in Malaysia.   
The above mentioned examples of festival foods and styles of eating have long becoming cultural 
 Those foods associated with meanings, symbols 
and expressions and recognized as the integrative force that enhances solidarity and alliances between 
individuals and kin groups (Quah, 2008).  It becomes a bonding mechanism not only for the family 
members but also among the communities. In short, for whatever reasons, foods are the most remarkable 
features of all the festivals. In other words, foods for cultural or religious festivals have long been a 
customary and practices from generation to generation not only in terms of its preparation, cooking 
equipments but also the eating decorum. 
3. Methodology 
Face to face interview was used in obtaining the relevant information from the informers. The 
instrument consists of nine questions asking the ethnic informers on their opinions about modernization 
and festival foods. These questions expected to provide greater insight about the issues. In tracking the 
level of changes and the impact of modernization on the festival food, the older generation with the age 
range from of 50 till 65 years old were chosen as the sample for this study as they are believed 
knowledgeable to provide relevant information on a particular subject. Owing to the huge population and 
the geographical dispersion, it was impossible for the researcher to collect the desired information from 
throughout the country. Salkind (2003) has argued that it would be practically impossible to collect data 
from, test, or examine every single element in the population, particularly when the investigation involves 
several hundreds or even thousands of elements. For that reason he suggested that studying a sample 
rather than entire population also leads to a more reliable result, mostly because fatigue is reduced 
resulting in fewer errors.  With that, the names of the head of communities in selected residential areas 
were obtained through Majlis Daerah of each District. The head of communities were then contacted and 
requested to recommend a few names of the influential peoples in organizing events in their communities.  
As the target of population for this study which specifically focus on the three major ethnics (Malay, 
Chinese and Indian), Shah Alam and Klang were used as a contextual setting for data collection.  Klang is 
one of the areas of having a high population of Indian and Chinese while Shah Alam with its Malay 
community. As this study also to set a fundamental basis for the other potential studies, using these areas 
as a contextual setting for data collection is therefore justified. To obtain the data, fifteen (15) influential 
peoples who always involve in events from selected sections in each city were interviewed.   
4. Analysis and results 
4.1. Characteristics of the informers 
The ethnic informers consist of Malays (n=5), Chinese (n=5) and Indians (n=5) which females (60%, 
n=9) are greater than males (40%, n=6).  Majority of the informers (53%, n=8) were aged 61 to 65 years 
old, 40 percent (n=6) of them were 50 to 60 years old and one of the informer (n=7) aged 68 years old.  
The experience in festival food preparation particularly act as a food leader is important as the study 
purpose to gather the opinion from the experts in food preparation which in turn, majority of the ethnic 
informers (67%, n=10) have 10 years experiences in food preparation in their residential areas.  In 
addition, three of the informers (20%)  having 16 to 20 years of experience and 2 of the other informers 
(13%) have more than 21 years experiences in food preparations. 
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4.2. Informers view on the alteration ion and the changes of ethnic festival foods 
The first question asked the 
of your ethnic festival foods? In respond to the question, the majority of the informers agreed that 
modernization influenced their festival foods as it not only altered some of the traditional ingredients 
owing to their availability, but also involved the food preparations and eating styles. Coriander, anise, 
black pepper and cloves are examples of ingredients which were rarely used for festival food preparations 
as they were difficult to get in the 1960s. However modernization through commercialization has changed 
their availability and use in daily food preparation including the festival foods.  One of the informers, for 
instance, conveyed that; 
run away from it. With a good transportation system, it has brought people like us to a 
ingredients are now available for us any time. 
black pepper, anise, clove and coriander are well commercialized. So, it is easy for us 
 
                                                                                                          (Malay informer 4) 
4.2.1. Alterations in food preparation and equipment 
Modernization also influences the equipment used in daily and festival food preparation. The 
emergence of modern ovens, mixers, stoves, grinders, choppers and others, not only improved the 
traditional festival foods in terms of appearance, texture, shape and taste but also expanded and created 
various new types of foods.  As noted by some of the informers; 
eq
 
                   (Malay informer 2) 
 
nization has influenced the cooking equipment of our festival 
foods. In my community festival for instance, there are no more grindstones in 
preparing the mutton curry, they now use a food processer! Of course, it has reduced 
 
                                                                                                                             (Indian informer 4) 
 
4.2.2.  Alteration in eating styles 
Eating decorum or eating styles are also altered according to the informers. Some of them relate to the 
modernization with changes in the consumption of festival foods.  The following informer revealed that, 
traditionally, the Malays ate the food, including festival celebration food, using the right hand fingers. 
This woman further added that bersila and bersimpuh are the traditional ways when eating, not only in 
daily food consumption, but also during festivals. Bersila is practised by Malay males when they 
crisscross their feet in front of them while bersimpuh is synonymous with women folding both of their 
feet on one side. She however claimed that the practices have slightly altered or become lessened due to 
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the emergence of new equipment and eating utensils like spoons, forks, chairs and tables. As quoted from 
her; 
 of modernization influenced so many fields including our 
festival foods. It has not only changed the food itself but the way we eat! We 
eating tools during festivals. You know, 
 
  (Malay informer 5) 
 
The wave of modernization also influences popular eating utensils for Indian festival food called 
thalis. The serving tray is made of silver or brass with individual bowls attached and is now rarely used in 
any Indian festivals. The informer commented: 
silver tray with individual bowls. But now, this tray is rarely used in our festival  
       (Indian informer 3)  
4.2.3. Changes in lifestyle 
Modernization through socio-economic factors has influenced the changes in life style and community 
culture which has directly altered the preparation and consumption of festival foods. As reported by one 
of the informers: 
cio-
 
                                                                                                                       (Chinese informer 3) 
 
At this point, it is interesting to note that all fifteen informers disclosed that there have been changes in 
their festival foods caused by modernization and most of the changes not only involved the ingredients 
but also the cooking methods and the equipment as well as eating decorum.  
4.3. The informers view on the changes of preparation and consumption of ethnic festival food   
In the second question, the informers were asked the extent to which the modernization influences the 
changes of the preparation and consumption of ethnic festival food. The aspects of time usage, 
manpower, ingredients, cooking equipment and eating styles were basically posited by the ethnic 
informers. Comparisons between traditional and modern approaches with regard to the preparation and 
consumption of festival foods were made by some of the ethnic informers during the interview sessions. 
The socio economic factors were also claimed to contribute to the changes of lifestyle. 
4.3.1. Ingredients, time usage and manpower 
The traditional ingredients according to most of the informers have slightly changed due to the 
advancement of the food processing industry which enhances the varieties of new ingredients for festival 
foods. The appearance of commercial ingredients in the market has also influenced the alterations. 
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Various forms of improvised ingredients such as powders, sachets, frozen, chilled and dried ingredients 
are available for daily as well as festival food preparation. The informers expressed the following:  
processer, mixer and all sorts of new equipment. Everything has to be manual.  
you can prepare all the festival food at the same time compared to in the 70s when you 
had to prepa  
                           (Malay informer 3) 
4.3.2. Cooking equipment 
The advance in cooking equipment has lessening the time usage in festival food preparation. The 
following informer revealed how the equipment reduces the time in preparation. He points out that: 
you a few simple examples. Do you have a chopping board at your house now? Of 
 could be different. Before this, we just had the 
 
      (Malay informer 1) 
 
The emergence of technology and the expansion of the modern equipment which ease the preparation 
of festival foods were some of the responses given. The commercialization aspects and the ethnic 
assimilation process through food consumption were also emphasized during the interviews. The modern 
technology helps people to cook in larger quantities and quickens the cooking process, which in turn 
reduce the time spent in festival food preparations. As posited by some of the informers;  
prepare our foods such as nian gao, abalone and shark fin soup in larger quantities. 
equipment speeds  
       (Chinese informer 2) 
 
th
have the steel or aluminium jhahjri. That is modernization influencing not only our 
 
                  (Indian informer 2) 
4.3.3. Eating Style 
As a consequence of the modernization, some of the traditional eating styles are rarely practiced by the 
communities particularly during the festivals. Specifically, the informer touched on the traditional way of 
cleaning hands which is practiced before and after meals in the festivals. The traditional finger bowls, 
popularly known as  are one of the obvious utensils used during festivals pointed out by this lady.  
Nevertheless, she claimed that the use of this utensil is rare due to the use of modern spoons and forks. 
She posits that:   
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the water. I did not say that we do n
you seen this kind of way to wash your hands after eating? Only a few festivals like a 
there are many people continuously practising this traditional way when they organize 
 
(Malay informer 4) 
 
Traditionally, during the 1960s and 1970s, in particular, festival food was served on the table cloth, 
popularly called saprah. This traditional practice required the guests to sit together and share their meal, 
which in turn created togetherness among them. Nevertheless, the practice is slightly modified with the 
emergence of buffet styles whereby the festival foods are no longer served on saprah but replaced with 
chafing dishes. The element of togetherness which was traditionally built during the festival foods 
consumption has now been lessened among the Malays. This is similar to the practice of making doa 
during festivals which obviously became the most important part of the festivals in the olden days and 
symbolized  gratitude to the God but is now less practised by the Malays. As verbatimly quoted from one 
of the informers; 
ion of course influenced our festival foods especially in its consumption. 
saprah? It is actually a traditional table cloth used to put our foods on during festivals. 
All the g
But now I can 
and gratefulness to our God! But look...what happen now? I can see that making doa is 
 
                                                                                                                                   (Malay informer 5) 
4.3.4. Commercialization 
Some of the festival foods have been commercialized as reported by the informers. Love letters, kuih 
kapit and yee shang are some of the commercial festival foods which are available in the market. It is not 
exaggerating that, besides easing the preparation of festival foods, the modern beverages, as revealed by 
this lady, are from the commercialized beverages (canned and box types of drinks). This informer 
claimed: 
 because we now have various commercial 
types of foods including festival foods in the market. Love letters, kuih kapit and yee 
shang are readily available during the festivals. This is no joke! It would be not wrong 
to say that some of the Chinese love to buy those foods from the supermarkets. If you 
festivals. Many of the Chinese love to spend their money in buying these foods rather 
 
      (Chinese informer 5) 
4.3.5. Socio economic factors and the availability of food offered 
On socio economic factors, some of the informers revealed that the power of money in getting the 
available services and various types of foods offered by the restaurants, hotels or any food establishments 
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influenced the preparation as well as the consumption of festival foods. The informer, for instance 
uttered: 
foods at the supermarkets, restaurants or hotels. That is why some of them do not 
 
    (Indian informer 3) 
 
The hectic life of the working people has also appeared to be one of the causes of the alteration in the 
preparation which in turn decreases the home practices of Indian festival foods. This is evident in the 
availability of convenience festival foods in the market such as naan bread, idli and chapatti which 
therefore facilitates the preparation aspects for those who are not interested in cooking. This notion was 
reported by Indian informer 1; 
working people lik
would change. Furthermore, the availability of convenience foods like naan bread and 
idli..our rice pancakes, make those people just buy them rather than cook themselves. 
 
5. Discussion and conclusion 
The analyses manifest that modernization in some forms has altered the Malaysian ethnic festival 
foods. This alteration not only involves the preparation which relates to the ingredients, equipment and 
cooking methods, but also entails consumption through the eating decorum. Due to the important of 
iduals, 
community to the government are required despite the continuous waves of modernization. The 
originality of this research could contribute to a new body of knowledge not only in the Malaysian 
context but extending the body of literature in an anthropology-related study.  In addition, this study will 
become as a benchmark and basis for the future direction of other studies with the similar nature in the 
future, from wider perspectives.  
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